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ABSTRACT |

This paper, addreseed to admlnlctrators and school
board lenbers,,llsts 10 suggestions for developing a public relations
program that releases to ‘the community more ¢f the good news about
_schools. The suggestions include the following: (1) emphasize
face-to-face communications with merbers of the community, (2) make
sure gccd and bad news about the school is easily availableto the
media, (3) set up an internal communications network that includes
nevwsletters and use of putlic service announcements, (4) assign a
top-level administrator to the district's public relatlons program,
(5) provide adequate funds for public relations, (6) get feedkack
frcm staff and important public groups, (7) adopt a written policy -
statement on:public relations, (8) encourage use,of school buildlnqs
by the conmunity, (9) provide public relations inservice training for
staff, and (10) make the schools good enough to generate good news &7
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As ve discuss the subject "Succe ,éful School District Public Relations Programs"

——“—“‘“““todny‘;‘*l ‘would-like to- focus for ‘a few minut:eS**on the ‘statement- describing the“*;"f"‘“‘“_i

r

Nearly apy newspaper, radio or jpelevis‘ion broadcast’ will do.

(‘ 5/’/‘ We ca%t out that a higher percentage af students are attending

£ N N - . PR . " N - . " -
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theme of the Clinic as it“appears in your program' "Whatever happened to,(the good

. [ J
nevs about schools° Here s How to tell it successfully." SR S.)*’

PN
[N

We all know we don't have to 1look very hard today to find bad news about education.

1] . N

N -

The ff“hstrating fae.i: is, that you know and I-know that there are lats of good things

4 w

‘going on day .after. day in our schools,: despite all the informatiori ito the -cor'x‘tr‘a'ry .

which we are box}zbarded with every‘ day: - ¥ .
e We know .ti,l‘i!at d.espite ._6ur warts and moles and scars, t he fact 1s that our
'schools/_,-’/are still «doling the best job in hiet,oé&.‘ .‘- . |
o Stat£stics clearly show that U. S. adults are the most highly educated . .‘ -
- in’ the world. : L. o ) . |
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school regularly than ever before.
/ . N K : : N
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'@ We know that more U.S. students finish secondaﬁy school than in any

- ) “PERMISSION TO REPRODYCE TH
- .- MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED |
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~ other. country.
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' e Ve know from personal experience that Alice Stafford is one of the )

oy

AN
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™~
most gifted and dedicated human beings that ever taught ‘kindergarten.

T And you can.give me more names: right nowv.

. .
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e And, we Know that there are darned few math programs that can beat .

.

the one in our local high school -- or perhaps it is the scicnce or

—t - —— et e e

_language arts,'or reading or career education program in your community.

_It's not that we aren't aware o@;education's faults. We .know them painfully well.
And we know that we must exercise our educational leadership individually and \
. ’ C ! -cua.

~collectively to improve educational performance. . As good as our schools are, we

- know that we cougdido_better in virtually every area. And, you and I know that

~ -
L] . .
- .
- .

we are working at it. Hard.
N . V.

-

A1

‘ Why is it then, that evcrybody doesn t love us? Why is it that they can't see

) 'that we are. good people doing our best —- and doing a prctty good job at that?

: Where ‘has all the good news gone?

v
- ®

Fortunatelg, there is a- lot .of good news around and there are some Vvery straight-

‘A .
”forward things we can do to br1ng the whole picture into proper perspectivc. In

these few minutcs, let me lisk”ten concrete things that each of us as school board

members and school adminisbratorsvcan do: CoN

mpers gne ® - "y Y
.o B RN ; o )
UL : : N . . A i
. 3

1. We,ﬁan.decidé whether we want more positive neWs or ‘more positive public
7
e \h
attitudes. . Tha two do not necessarily go together. Good neWs does not
h

guarancee good a%F}tudes or bad’ neWs, bad attitudes. That 5 a surprising

abundanﬁ.research to show that ii s true. 1In essence,
. - ,,‘
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reseattg'aaya that the' mass media (radio, rﬁ, newspapers) are uhaurpassed
for providing information, and that they basically:serve to teinforce pre~

existing.attitudes.

l ‘
"
.

But, listen to this. This is where the research really gets interesting.

1f people simply rquive information through the mass media, the positive

mof;ﬁégative“atfitudes'thcy already had become a'little‘stronger;'WBut“;“““i““““”

when they begin'to ddscuss the information they have received with members

\u

of their familJ their friends, their acquaintances, then it is quite likely

that their attitudes may change. )
-y

H
4

Putting ‘it anothcr way, research tells us that the mass media is best used

-

to. plovidf informat&on, and we vc/got a lot.pf information to provide. The

mass media is also very powerful in strengthening attitudes the public already

\

‘has, The majority of the people in most communities rather strongly support

<

their{local school;,'and theynass media can provide invaluable assistance in
. y R > . . ’

maintaining those.positive attitudes. But, we misunderstand if we think the

medi uscs people to have the opinions they do. Research says that.it is

interpcrsonal communication, face-to-face contact With other people we respect,

that 1is the most powerful means of formi_g or changingrthe attitudes we ‘have.
1

(Example showing” hoy different people reading the sime article can develop

., totally opposite opinions.)
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I'm not trying to downplay t . importance of the mass media at 311.2 I simply

8 want us. to understand whax it does and how we can use it most effectively. 1

R T ~— v

believe most- of us would agree that we want to both increase the amount of

'é good news abouﬂ schools in the mass media, and imgrove public a titudes'-

. ' o3 =
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about schools too. It is very clear, however, that if the bulk of the
information provided about schools is highly negative, it is pretty hard
for the public'to deelop positive attitudes based on that informqtion '

. a8 they 'form opinions with their friends.

v .

2. We can learn how to provide balanced news to the media. I am certaig that
none of us are interested in "controlling' the néwé to inéure ;haff;nlym“
positive things about schoqls appear. We all know héw;}mportaﬁt tﬂe free
press is to our way of life. Instead, what I thiﬁk we afé’a;king.is for a

fair shake. We want the public to have balanced informati?n. And we can

learn how to provide that. .

.o )
¥ i : LY -

-

Do you know how easy it .is for the media to get the bad news? Have ydu ever

P

visited a newspaper, radio or tclevision'hewé_ﬁoom? If you have, you know -
) . ' N
"that it is chaotic. Pressure to meet deadlines is- intense. Phongs are

ringing, teletypes clatter, there are piles of mail everywhere, and shortwave

£

radios blare as they autoriatically and continuously scan the police department,

fgre department, sheriff's department and highway patrol'channels'for

-

- immediate notice of problems as they happen. Daily newspapers often print
' . | 4

only abouf‘oﬁe—ﬁcnth of the material available to ﬁhem?on any given. day.
: ., ,
Radio and television use much less than that.

Now, ‘tell'me —-- when was the last time something positive about your schools

oy

was broadcast over the police radio. .foday is Associated Press or United -

Press Internétiona} carrying a story about that excellent kindergarten L

: .
N v ) : A ‘ ¢
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teacher or the high school math program you are 8o proud of? Is‘there a

news release in that big stnck on thc editor‘s desk about the inflationnry

.

costs you dre facing for. chnlk and sciésors nnd paste and cleaning supplies,

or textbooks? Is ohe of thé tclcphoncs ringing, a.school person with a
. \d p = - )

news item?.. i . e N .

“ . N : ~ N 3
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My-whole-point -is that we ¢annot reasonably'exbect that the news mediayi“wMMim;

will always come to us sécking out school news. They usuadly have more

than enough material to wo;k~ﬁith; without any school news. ‘Negative news

is regularly nvailablc to the media.without their having to 1ift a finger

¢

or move off their chair: And reporters are human just like we are. It's

.

much easier to use negative news, because it is so easy to get!

-
i N
-

The whole secret to balanced school news is for us to make infbrmation
D

easily‘available. It s easy for us to do a quick overview of good story
A N

possibilitics, outline four or.five on a single sheet, dhplicate it on

.
.

"colored paper, so it's easy to find in the editor's stack of paper, and send e

-
*
-y

- be telephoned in. " Someong can stop by‘the editor's desk in person once‘inéa

4t along to the media: That's called "a tip sheet." Those same ideas can

. while. Brief nevs releaseq are effective.‘ Often reporters will visit a.school

' ‘if invited, and certainly all media should receive schéol publications.

-

N -

[y

We can make sure the media receives a balanced diet of school news, and we

must make it' easily available to them.

. E}
L

b T
. ) .
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3. We cannstdE5re1ying‘so heavily on the traditional news media and set up
&5

communication channels of our own. There are at least two sides to-every

story, and we can mﬁke'sufb that our side is told. We must not default "

-

\
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v on our'obiigntion to communicate with the public by expecting the ,
news media to do our job. . The responsibility of the news media is a

very general one to keep the pubiic"informcd'on,imoortant news of the

.

day. They have no‘obligntiqn to,buiidlshpport for our schools, They
" ' , A .

. are not required to tell parents about upcoming pnrcnf/tcachcr confersﬁccs,

Kl

@ . : i :
or to keep our staff members informed of board positions during negotiations.

AN

M“*‘“““‘““’Théy“ufe really mnot” interested-in f11ling their- limited Spaee—V1Ch details"“““; “““““

r
+ .

¢ . of- every subject we think the public should be informed about whether

.
v

they want, to be or not.

.

So, we must set up our own channels. We .can start staff newsletters, ,

community newsletters, school building newsletters. 'We can make use of
: ~ . .

free radi and television public service announccments. The National

School Pub ic Relations Association is now arranging for public'serviCe

©

spots suppotting American education to run during the radio and TV broadcasts

of National Football League games next 'seakon. Wc can idcntify\informal o

networks of opi%ion leaders or key communicators in our. communities, and

. = .
. keep thcm well informed so they will help their friends undcrstand our schools.

Even activity signboards outside many 'schools can be used for more than Just
! telling the oate of thc next game. Lots of pcople drive by our schools every

day, and. what if those signs were changed several times -each week with messages

like "6thvgraders are writing paragraphs," "3rd grade is studying fractions,

~ . ’ v

or seniors are studying jobs at area businesses._‘ The opportunities are great,;

. - i _ i
,and’ﬁhe news media cannot, and will not-do it all, . S

“
< 4. We ¢an see that someone’, some top level adminisgrator, is assigned responsibilit

for managing the district s public relations program. The most basic
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rclponlibility board’ mcmbera share with their administrative stnff is that

of aerving the best interest of the public they represent by providing the,

best possible education system with tbe.public resources that are available.
. 1

-

Strong communication 1is essential in‘fulfilling that responsibility. With

the many messages and communication media competing for the attention of the

public tédny, it is absolutely essential that somcono-be responsible for

.

§e£cingrup~nnd,mgincn;ning the communication system schools must have., L
think it's'bcpt.to hirg a trained communication professional to work‘full-
time or part-time on:thé job. But cven if that's impoqsiblc, someoné must
be given the résponsibility. Thé public will no longer tolcrate even any hints

D
that public officinls are hiding behind one excuse or another, including lack

of money, in order to Moid providing them with reasonablc information about

their schools. v ' A '

" We can _provide adcgJato funds ‘for a pood public rclqgjonsAprqgram."Thc.old

‘Eonvincing. Extensive communication'activity takes place day after day inéour

 lament about "You should see our budget....There's just no way"" isn't,

0}

.

schools whgthet Qc realize it or not. Careful analysis shows that virtually

every school employee from cooks and bus drivers to librarians, secretaries,
. , , .

teachers_hnd administrators already spend a significant part'of their time V

-

communicacing with the public. These nommunicatiﬁns and personal contacts
- -\

during working houfs iF well as on their own time in the community, exert

untold influence in detcrmining public attitudcs about our schools.' If it were

L -
\

possible to compute the percentage of ecach employeg s time spent on

v

communication énd‘multi#ly'thac by their annual salaries, we would find_out'

how much the school district is already investing in cpnmhnications. Then

s
. .

; ' Ry
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the qucstipn very CIearly becomes not can we, afford it, but are we'
v \

getting our money's worth? A very small inventmont for salary and

materials can make sure 0qr‘eommﬁnicntions program is wecll managed. (.

-
.
. . .

N

We can insist on the development of two-way channels of'communication with

our staff ond importnnt proups among the genergyApub]ic. We can't tell if

7.

e [ . S - —

our message is getcing through unless we provide for regular feedback.

.
-

Sometimes even though we think we are doing a good Jjob c0mmunicating because,

'we have newsletters and regular coverage in the news media, we still find

that we are frustrated. Usual]y, “that's because we haven't provided for

. N
feedback., Let me demonstrate the frustration. (stand up,_turn around, shake

o

hands'exerciqe) Through a wellﬂmanaged‘publih relations #roﬁram'we con P

'distribute evaluation questionnaires at every school activity involving

v .
parents or the public. We can set up informa;ion booths at shopping centers

-~ N

- .at the beginning of the school year. " We can provide telephone hotlines to

receive and answer questions. We can condu community surveys, and we can
’ N - :

see that board members and administrators lave the opportunity to meet face-

) . ' “ . - [N N

to-face with key groups throughout the community: - — ° ’ ’ .

P \
>

, L ' -

“Wé can adopt a writtﬁn policy statemeﬁt on public relations. Policy is tHe

a

-respOnsibility of the board. Po]icy is the foundation for every program and

2

ac;ivity in our schools. We have found in our work with schools throughout the.

A
country,'that a_written, visible board com@itment to providing factual, honest,

“accurate information to the ‘public receives strong community support.
* . M

-« . .
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We can be sure thnt our achool districtApublic rolntiona and communicntions

e!forta are focusod on the

. , ¢

school building unit., The ontitc nchool aystomwis'

represented by cach individunl schodl building in the community 1t serves. - It

v

¢ . personal contncts with our schbols. Thnt is whcre tho fncc-to-faccll inter- °

\ .
personal, attitude forming

9.

v ’

10.

\ .

. 18 tbere whcrc most pcoplc, pnrcnts nnd others nlike, have most " Of their

4 ,

f ' *
X

contacts tnke place. We can cncourngc school

N

mAbuilding newslcttcrs. opporﬁunities for the cbmmunity to visit thc schoola N

in action, usec of nvninblc space .in each school by senior citizcns. volunteers

3

and other community groups.

A A

Schooi building units that are secen’ as good

’

. citizcns\in thc community invariably devclop strong, community'support and .

hi&hly positiveé nttitudcs about the entire school systemt..

1

L

P

We can proviac publie rclnrions:and communications i;~servicc training

“

activitics for all °rnff thembers. We know that cvcry-stnff member is

important, but we often givo them little guidance in ‘what to do. Programs

. ' b
should be included for cvcryone in our staff dcvclopment planning (Possible .

1

use of bus driver cxample from David Van Dyck. New York School Boqrds

Assoeiation.)

We can remember, ahove all,

——

that good news and good public'aftirudes are based R

on good actions by ou; schools. That is the heart of public reiations.'

Public relations has been calieh the practice of social responsibility. And

»

that 1§ the most basic obligation of school board members. Board tembers are'

responsible for seeing that the schools serve the best interests of the

[

‘puolic. There is simply no way to makc people think that thcir school§ are

better than‘ﬁthey aré, 'I(t'\?

ey .

just dishonest. it s not possible.

-d
v 4
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b SUMMARY ‘
)

Revicewing what ‘I have said, the basic mewsage {n that a werll thought-out,
1nthlligent'public rclations program in the answer to 4ncrcasing good news
about our schools and to earning better public attitudes as well, ,Vc must.

first make surc that our schools arc doinp a good job, and then we've got

to usc every communication channel at hand, including rndib, television and

-

hewnpnpcrs. to make sure that people know lt,

’ - . . }
v A

One final word for those of you who would stil) 1ike to have some good
aﬁmunition to combat those occasional negative nedépnper'storics including

* -’

those that sometimes involve you personally. let me voffer you this bit of
wisdom passed along to me by Professor Robert G. Shaw at the University of

Missouri., The author is unknown:

-

N DON'T WORRY ABOUT THE STORY .

N
3

Throw Away Yesterday's Newspaper . A\
Don't worry about the story --
Some peop)e can't read.

Sqme'peopie who can read, didn't read the paper yesterday.

4 B -

‘Some people who read thet paper yesterday, didnft see the article.

Some people who saw the article, didn't really care about iﬁ.,

~ -

Some pecople who care about the article, don't know you personally.

. “!

” - )

Some who know you, didn't believe the article. T

Those who belicve it, weren't your friends anyway.

< 8o -— the hell with it.

‘Thank yéu very much.
. ﬁ .
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